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REPRESENTATIVE WORKFORCE STRATEGY

This article appears in the second edition of Integrating Equity, Addressing Barriers: Innovative Learning Practices by Unions, prepared by the Labour Education Centre, published by the Canadian Council on Learning’s Work and Learning Knowledge Centre, 2009 (forthcoming).

Name of program: Representative Workforce Strategy

Union: Canadian Union of Public Employees (CUPE)

Contact Person: Don Moran, Senior Officer for First Peoples Issues, dmoran@cupe.ca, 
(613) 237-1590 ext. 347 

Initial Purpose: To increase the recruitment and retention of Aboriginal workers in all classifications and at all levels of the Saskatchewan health care sector in proportion to their working age population.

Barriers Addressed: Employment, education, income and other systemic disparities experienced by Aboriginal workers. 

Background Information

The Canadian Union of Public Employees is the largest union in Saskatchewan, representing over 27,000 members who work at health care facilities, school boards, universities, municipalities, libraries, community-based organizations and various boards and agencies. 

How the Program Started
When employment equity plans began in the 1980s in Saskatchewan, only 2% of the workforce was Aboriginal. (14.88% of people identified themselves as Aboriginal in the 2006 census.) Recognizing the ongoing systemic barriers faced by Aboriginal workers in the province, five Aboriginal CUPE staff in Saskatchewan prepared a paper in 1999 which in turn became a short and long-term plan of the CUPE national staff working in the province. The plan outlined the vision and goals to address the under-representation of Aboriginal people in the workforce.

To implement the program, the involvement and support of union leaders and membership was needed. This was achieved through an education initiative that produced pamphlets, bulletins and other learning materials dispelling myths and misconceptions about Aboriginal people and highlighting their desperate employment statistics and social conditions. All CUPE staff participated in an Aboriginal Awareness workshop. 

In November 2000, CUPE signed a partnership agreement with the Government Relations and Aboriginal Affairs Department of the Saskatchewan government to promote a Representative Workforce Strategy (RWS). The goal of the RWS was to have Aboriginal people employed in all work classifications and at all levels in proportion to their working age population in the province. 

This would be achieved by ensuring “that Aboriginal people are trained and qualified so that Aboriginal people can compete for jobs on a level playing field,” explained Don Moran, Senior Officer for First Peoples Issues, CUPE. In addition to education and skills training for Aboriginal people, the Strategy also builds active support for Aboriginal workers in the workplace to help ensure they are treated as equals.
The health care sector was chosen to implement the RWS because it was the largest provincial public sector employer and had the greatest variety of job classifications. A tripartite agreement and committee was formed consisting of the CUPE health care council, the Saskatchewan Association of Health Organizations (SAHO) and the provincial government. Their goal was to train Aboriginal people for the health care sector and to prepare workplaces to better understand and accept Aboriginal people in order to improve retainment rates.

The committee identified possible barriers in the collective agreements (covering 14,000 health care workers) and recommended changes to both the union and employer bargaining committees. CUPE members approved changes to contract language to provide for education programs, succession planning and various initiatives aimed at hiring and retaining Aboriginal workers. For example, the “Representative Workforce” article includes “Accommodation of Spiritual or Cultural Observances”, “In-Service Training” and “Elders” clauses. 

The committee successfully lobbied the provincial government for education program funding. The education component included the training of Aboriginal people for health care work and an Aboriginal Awareness Training workshop delivered in the workplace by a joint union-employer committee. The mandatory three-hour workshop engaged participants in active discussion and activities and was co-facilitated by SAHO and CUPE’s Aboriginal Education Coordinators. 
The workshop objectives are as follows:
· create awareness and understanding of the Representative Workforce Strategy

· instill a sense of ownership of the Partnership Agreement and collective agreement language

· promote action toward a Representative Workforce from each participant

· prepare the workplace by promoting better understanding of Aboriginal issues and cultural differences

· promote a desire for further self-education on Aboriginal issues

· encourage participants to ask questions and challenge the status quo

The training also provides information on the following areas:

· Representative Workforce Strategy

· statistics and demographics 

· history of the Treaties 

· cultural awareness (provided by elders)

· myths and misconceptions about Aboriginal people

· employee relations

· language in the partnership agreements about collective agreements

The workshop deals with the perceived negative effects of employment equity programs. Participants wanting more information are encouraged to participate in the one-week labour education course “Unionism on Turtle Island.” While there is sometimes participant resentment because the training is mandatory, the workshops have been successful with positive evaluations from 98% of participants.

How the Program Evolved
The Representative Workforce Strategy involves taking a ‘snapshot’ of the health care sector and facilities to identify open positions and the training needed for future positions. Partnerships with Aboriginal communities and educational institutions are then formed to provide the needed training to fill those positions. 
The partnerships also addressed the reality that many Aboriginal people were not applying for health care work because they believed they had little chance of being hired. These concerns led to meetings with training institutions to organize appropriate training for Aboriginal people and to assure Aboriginal students that jobs would be available. 

In Prince Albert, for example, the snapshot indicated a need for licensed practical nurses. Through a partnership between Aboriginal and government education institutions, training was offered to the Métis community with government funding. The partnership is a success with 20 students trained per year and all graduates finding employment in their health region (and becoming CUPE members). 

In addition to specific skills training, 500 Aboriginal people have taken a health care work preparation program funded by the government and employer. The 16-week program includes a half-day CUPE presentation which discusses the union’s structure, the collective agreement, and concerns Aboriginal people have about unions such as seniority provisions.

Once in the workplace, Aboriginal workers can access literacy training, career counseling, and other supports to ensure they are not ‘stuck’ in entry-level positions and can advance their careers. This will hopefully improve the retention rate of Aboriginal workers in the health care sector. 

As part of the RWS, CUPE hired an Aboriginal education coordinator for the health care sector and has offered “train the trainer” workshops to both unionized and non-unionized workers in the sector to meet the increased demand for trainers. SAHO reported that 17,000 staff had participated in the Aboriginal Awareness Training workshop as of 2006. As of 2007, CUPE reported that 10,500 out of 12,000 members in the health care sector had been trained.

Impacts

More Aboriginal people now work in the Saskatchewan health care sector, including special care aides, home care workers and licensed practical nurses. More Aboriginal students are entering the health care field, particularly in nursing.

As of 2007, the Aboriginal participation rate in the sector has risen from 1% to 6%, with approximately 2,100 Aboriginal people being hired since the partnership agreement was signed in 2000. There have been especially big gains in areas with traditionally low participation rates and a large Aboriginal population. For example, the participation rate went from almost 0% to 19% in Prince Albert and from 3% to 9.7% in Regina.

The success of the RWS in the Saskatchewan health care sector led to efforts to expand the tripartite agreement to other employment sectors where CUPE represents workers in the province, such as school boards, libraries, municipalities and universities. Other unions have also joined RWS. Nearly 80 partnership agreements exist in Saskatchewan and more unionized workplaces are joining.

The increased involvement of Aboriginal workers in CUPE has led to a greater knowledge of the union, and this in turn has led to a greater knowledge of Aboriginal issues within the union. Don Moran notes: “It is not only our workplaces that have to change. Unions have come to realize that they needed to show real commitment to the goal of developing a representative workforce. As a result, unions have made changes to their structure that allows for Aboriginal representation.” These changes are illustrated by the greater representation of Aboriginal members in union executives, women’s committees, health and safety committees and other union bodies. CUPE also created the position of Senior Officer for First Peoples Issues with a mandate that includes steering a national program promoting RWS.

On June 21, 2001 (National Aboriginal Day), Saskatchewan was the first region in CUPE to establish an Aboriginal Council at the provincial level and others soon followed. In 2005, a national Aboriginal Council was formed at the CUPE national convention. By 2008, CUPE had six Aboriginal councils at the local level in Saskatchewan. 

What’s Next
The success of the Representative Workforce Strategy has generated interest in other provinces and within the Department of Indian and Northern Affairs Canada. The goal is to have more employers recognize the need for formal partnership agreements to address the under-representation of Aboriginal people in all work classifications and at all work levels. 
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